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Village chiefs have many responsibilities in their 
communities and limited time, and like others 
in poor communities, they need to earn income. 
At commune-level meetings, many village chiefs 
appeared to be challenged by the process of 
completing the required forms, and most relied 
on forms they used in the previous year.
Villagers need support in building their 
confidence and skills. Not all villagers par-
ticipated equally in local meetings. Younger 
women generally participated more actively 
than older women, and older men tended to 
participate more actively than younger men. 
Higher participation may be due to higher ed-
ucation levels among younger women com-
pared to older women, or higher economic 
status among older men. Although there are 
many exceptions in Cambodia, villagers with 
higher incomes are frequently considered ap-
propriate community leaders because they are 
generally better educated. 
Villagers need support to build their ca-
pacity in mapmaking. This activity was new 
for many villagers who participated in the 
minefield identification meetings. The Inter-
national Women’s Development Agency has 
observed many times that it seems awkward 
for women to participate in such meetings or 
even to hold a pen, which may be due to higher 
levels of illiteracy among women. In the pilot 
project, this limited experience affected the 
quality of maps. The absence of specific in-
formation like distance markers raised con-
cerns that the maps would be discredited at 
the commune planning meeting.
Volunteer facilitators need support to 
build their capacity and confidence. Some 
were daunted by filling out forms and want-
ed more time to complete them. Not all the 
volunteers succeeded in handing off forms to 
their village chiefs. Chisang village had only 
two volunteer facilitators, and facilitation was 
more difficult for them than for peers. One 
of the volunteers was an amputee, the other 
a widow. They may have been marginalized 
within their communities, which in turn af-
fected their confidence.12
Lessons Learned
The village chiefs were better prepared 
and more confident at commune planning 
meetings as a result of local input, maps and 
documentation on contaminated sites and 
beneficiaries of cleared land provided through 
the pilot project. Village chiefs would benefit 
from increased training in completing MAPU 
minefield-prioritization forms. 
Both men and women participate more 
fully with active facilitation and encourage-
ment. A strong training focus on encouraging 
women to speak helped volunteer facilitators 
to target their efforts. Participation also in-
creased in small-group discussions. 
Local participants succeeded in bolster-
ing their skills with opportunities to prac-
tice making maps. One effective technique is 
to hand participants a pen to encourage them 
to draw on the map. Although several people 
were nervous about this activity, they were 
very pleased after they made their maps, and 
they reported that the meetings made them 
more willing and confident to participate in 
similar activities in the future.
Groups with more facilitators were better 
able to manage their meetings. Some facilita-
tors reported that it might have been easier for 
them to have a series of smaller meetings in 
their villages rather than one large meeting as 
smaller meetings would be easier to manage. 
Conclusion
Nongovernmental organizations or oth-
er external partners can support the clearance 
planning and prioritization process by ensuring 
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that all voices are heard in local meetings and 
by linking participants to decision-makers. 
Local meetings help fill the gap shown by 
village chiefs who report little or no local 
consultation before they begin the planning 
and prioritization process. Providing a forum 
for broad participation is not enough. Partici-
pants at all levels—from villagers to volunteer 
facilitators to village chiefs—showed anxiety 
about their skills and their need for more in-
formation and capacity. 
See Endnotes, page 110
A meeting facilitator leading an exercise shows a finalized map that the village chief will take to the commune-level 
minefield-clearance prioritization meeting.
by Hilde Vandeskog Wallacher [ International peace Research Institute, oslo ]
Landmine removal within Cambodia has been an important, unsolved problem for many years. This article 
focuses on mine-action strategies for gender mainstreaming in the community consultations carried out in 
rural, mine-affected areas in Cambodia.1
Gender in Community Consultations 
C ambodia has one of the most developed mine-action sectors in the world. A number of actors operate here, and mine clearance has been carried out since 1992.2 While being limited by political 
factors as well as resources, the Cambodian mine-action sector 
has a high level of integration among various national bodies and 
nongovernmental organizations operating in the country. Logically, a 
well-established sector in which multiple organizations with differing 
mandates, perspectives and priorities are used to aid cooperation is 
more ready and able to absorb new trends and ideas and to establish 
frameworks for implementation. 
Gender Awareness among Mine-action Actors
Several mine-action organizations in Cambodia have implemented 
gender strategies in their work, some more comprehensively than others. 
These include the Mines Advisory Group, Cambodian Mine Action and 
Victim Assistance Authority and Cambodian Mine Action Centre. There 
are also organizations working on aspects other than mine clearance 
such as the International Women’s Development Agency and Australian 
Volunteers International.
These organizations all carry out or assist in carrying out commu-
nity consultations in anticipation of a clearance project. These strategies 
are particularly interesting because they go to the core of why gender 
mainstreaming is important. Community consultations are a vital part 
of the prioritization done before a given area is selected for clearance. 
Usually consultations involve one or two people from, or hired by, the 
clearance organization. The consultants hold one or more open meet-
ings in the affected village, encouraging locals to speak up about where 
they perceive mines to be located and which areas they perceive as being 
more urgent to clear. The locals will draw these areas on maps that are 
then used as a foundation for the planning of the clearance operation. 
The gender aspects of these consultations are particularly important for 
several reasons and touch upon the key aspects of the importance of 
gender mainstreaming both in mine action and more generally. 
Rural, Mine-affected Communities
Labor and livelihood responsibilities in rural Cambodian societies 
are generally divided across gendered lines, as is common in many rural 
societies. The men are more likely to be involved in activities taking place 
far from the house, such as cultivating the land and tending to larger 
animals. This latter responsibility is usually shared with young boys 
who herd the cattle, a very risky occupation in a mine-contaminated 
area. Women traditionally work in and around the house, especially 
after they have children. The work includes responsibilities related to 
the household such as fetching water and firewood. According to Heng 
Rettana, the Deputy Director at CMAC, “These are the people most at 
risk because they have a duty to bring income to their families. And they 
live in mine-affected areas … they have to walk into the minefields to 
collect firewood, water, food and so on for their families.” 
Men are also more likely than women to be involved in wage employ-
ment. They are thus more likely to travel to and from work, an activity 
that entails significant risks in a mine-contaminated area.3 As in many 
other conflict and post-conflict situations, there is a disproportionate 
number of female-headed households due to the death or injury of the 
male head of the household. These households tend to be the poorest of 
the poor in rural Cambodian communities and may be involved in risk-
prone behavior because of their limited livelihood options.
The impact of mine contamination in most cases depends on the 
structure of agricultural work and the presence of alternative livelihood 
options in the given area. The gender implication is thus obvious once 
the division of labor and responsibilities is recognized. Both men and 
women need to be heard in questions of mine-clearance prioritizations, 
not just because it is right, but because it is necessary for the clearance 
priorities to be made on a solid foundation and reflect actual needs. If in 
a village only the perspectives of the men are heard, the prioritization is 
Nith Nary is a widow with two children. “I have known many people, including my un-
cle, who have stood on mines. My work is important. There are people living here in the 
minefield and we must save them.” 
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likely to be made on insufficient and unbalanced evidence, 
leaving important areas still dangerously contaminated. 
Knowledge of the whereabouts of the mines is often based 
on word of mouth and experiences of injury. Most people in 
a village are likely to be aware of any severe accidents hav-
ing taken place in the recent past, and these areas are likely 
to be high on the list of areas prioritized for clearance. 
A Development Perspective
Keeping in mind these differences in perspective based 
on gender, we can identify two key conceptualizations of the 
gender implications of a mine-affected community that cor-
respond to the general outline of gender-divided labor. First, 
there is what can be called the contribution factor in which 
the local population’s rights to influence the mine-action 
process is acknowledged by the authorities and the mine-
action organizations. Second, there is the more commonly 
emphasized benefit factor in which the importance of the 
benefit of the mine action being equally distributed among 
the population is stressed. Under each of these there are, 
of course, a number of different ways in which mine action 
relates to gender considerations. 
The contribution factor can be understood as a per-
son’s right to take part in the process in which he or she 
is a stakeholder. It relates to the right to influence and be 
heard in processes relevant to a person’s core interests. In 
the context of mine action, this factor is particularly rel-
evant in the consultation processes. The fact that these 
consultations exist reflects an acknowledgement of the 
fact that effective problem-solving requires that the peo-
ple closest to the problem be the ones defining it. Incorpo-
rating locals should specifically inform choices on which 
areas should be the first priority for a clearance opera-
tion, where clearance is less important and where there is 
a need for urgent risk-reducing measures to be instated. The need to include locals is 
also at the core of the community based participatory approach to mine action dis-
cussed by Ruth Bottomley4 in an International Peace Research Institute, Oslo report 
from 2003. One of her key contentions is that there is a tendency for the mine-action 
sector to approach the clearance task from a perspective very different from that of 
the local community. The mine-action sector’s technical approach is often based on 
quantified goals with little regard for the social implications of their presence. By 
taking a purely technical approach to mine action, organizations risk being unable to 
take advantage of the informal, local knowledge about the mine situation including 
previous accidents and so on. Also, by only consulting with one homogenous strata 
of the population—i.e., the men—they risk developing a skewed and insufficient per-
spective of the problem.
The benefit factor applies to mine action when it comes to the right of individuals 
to benefit from mine action. Some examples include benefits from employment, the re-
turn to land, more widespread medical aid and so forth. It applies to some of the same 
elements of mine action as the contribution 
factor; however, it is a different way of concep-
tualizing the rights and positions of the local 
communities in relation to the mine action be-
ing carried out. While this perspective is an in-
teresting one, this article is primarily concerned 
with the contribution factor when conceptual-
izing the role of gender in mine action. 
Practice and Experiences
In Cambodia there are three clearance 
operators currently active: the Cambodian 
Mine Action Centre, Mines Advisory Group 
and The HALO Trust. To various extents, all 
three organizations involve the local commu-
nities in their planning processes. In terms 
of gender mainstreaming in their approach 
to community consultations for mine clear-
ance, MAG–Cambodia5 stands as a good ex-
ample. MAG–Cambodia’s approach is fairly 
comprehensive and uses sophisticated efforts 
toward realizing the potential of this practice. 
This assertion is based not necessarily on the 
extent to which gender-mainstreaming efforts 
have been carried out within the structure 
of MAG–Cambodia, though that has admit-
tedly been done extensively, rather, there is 
acknowledgement within the strategies of 
MAG–Cambodia that gender mainstreaming is not an endeavor to be entered into 
in isolation, with a simple view of improving the position of women within the work 
carried out by the organization. 
MAPUs, CMAC and Australian Volunteers International (AVI): The Mine Action 
Planning Units are bodies that operate locally to collect information for planning clear-
ance of mine-affected areas. They are the responsibility of CMAA which was established 
by the Cambodian government in 2002 to handle coordination and strategy at the 
central, bureaucratic level. Interviews with CMAA representatives make it clear that 
gender awareness is certainly present at the CMAA; however, it manifests itself in a 
fashion that does not reflect the core concerns of mainstreaming—namely, the goal 
of comprehensive, nondiscriminatory mine action with benefits equally accessible to 
the community. The views presented by CMAA instead reflect an ad-hoc approach 
to the gender mainstreaming process that can be said to represent gender without 
mainstreaming. The main focus is on employment of women in the central section of 
the organization, but the importance of challenging the consequences of tradition-
al gender roles on the impact of mine action is not reflected in its strategies. CMAA 
identifies this lack of further gender-mainstreaming strategies as a result of resource 
shortage, which manifests itself in limited abilities to seek broader community con-
sultations and to diversifying approaches to villagers based on gender or age.
Both CMAC and mine-action staff from AVI concede that women normally 
would not speak up in mixed-sex community-consultation meetings. If they were 
encouraged to do so, they would often only refer to something said previously by 
a man and voice support for that statement. On some occasions, however, women 
would mention concerns not raised in the meeting in an informal setting afterwards.6 
The AVI and CMAC staff alike suggested this action was rooted in traditional 
Cambodian male chauvinism, where women are not perceived as being on par with 
men intellectually—a common conception that is reinforced by the fact that women 
generally receive a lower level of education than men.7 The International Women’s 
Development Agency (IWDA), which has been an active with the national mine-
action authorities, also criticizes the way in which these community consultations 
have been carried out by the provincial MAPUs.8
The MAPUs were not at the time (April 2006) working with any clear strategies for 
ensuring that the attendance and, significantly, outcome of the community consulta-
tions were representative. Kristen Rasmussen, Gender Project Coordinator with the 
IWDA (see related article on page 14), held views similar to those of AVI and CMAC 
staff, that it would not be enough to encourage women to participate in these meet-
ings if there is no strategy to ensure that they share their views and concerns. It is im-
portant, as IWDA points out, to keep in mind that this devaluation of the importance 
and ability of women to contribute and share their views prevails not only among the 
male villagers attending the meetings, but among many of the staff from MAPU or 
from the operators heading the meetings. 
Mines Advisory Group. One solution to the problem facing the MAPUs is the ap-
proach chosen by MAG–Cambodia, which holds separate meetings for men and women. 
MAG found that this method encouraged the women to discuss freely their experiences 
and concerns related to the mine contamination in their area. MAG also observed that 
men and women communicated significantly different information and preferences. 
MAG–Cambodia sees gender mainstreaming as part of a bigger picture. The goal 
is to serve the population in the area where they operate with as little bias as possible. 
In other words, the organization approaches the rationale of gender mainstreaming 
from the opposite end of the norm.1 Instead of approaching gender mainstreaming 
from the perspective of gender politics, MAG approaches 
it from a perspective of coherence and an intrinsic princi-
ple of equality of treatment. This division may seem artifi-
cial; however, the point is whether gender mainstreaming 
is viewed as important because of gender issues alone or 
whether it holds relevance in the field of mine action in 
a broader perspective of acknowledging the need for a 
multi-dimensional approach to community liaisons. By 
identifying its role vis-à-vis the communities in which it 
operates as providing significant impacts beyond the mere 
removal of mines, it is possible to work toward results that 
are not only efficient in a purely technical perspective, but 
also in a development perspective. 
MAG–Cambodia has had this approach to its role in 
Cambodia since it started working there in 1998. It has es-
tablished a structure of community-liaison teams, each 
consisting of one man and one woman, that are responsible 
for establishing and maintaining communication between 
MAG–Cambodia and local communities.1 These teams 
carry out pre-clearance consultations in which the com-
munities share their knowledge about the whereabouts of 
the minefields as well as their needs in terms of clearance 
priorities. The teams make sure to consult a selection of 
men, women, boys and girls to cover as many differing per-
spectives as possible. 
Conclusion
Gender mainstreaming in the Cambodian mine-action 
sector is already fairly advanced. Several strategies are in 
place and the gender issue is on the national agenda with the 
establishment of the cross-sector gender working group 
25-year-old Kheun sokhon is employed as a deminer ridding the land of the hidden legacy that nearly took her life in 
2002 when she stepped on a landmine. Here, she takes her prosthetic leg off during a break. over 25 percent of MAG’s 
deminers are amputees.
sokhon at home with her daughter, sreymao.
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under the auspices of the CMAA. Howev-
er, several problems mar the effectiveness of 
these initiatives. First of all, “gender” seems 
to be synonymous with “women,” an unfortu-
nate misconception often encountered when 
gender mainstreaming is on the agenda in 
many sectors. Second, instead of focusing on 
ensuring the equal access of women to benefits 
and influence in the sector of mine action, the 
focus seems to be on finding female-specific 
aspects in the sector and nurturing these. For 
example, CMAA wants to target women for 
employment in the mine-risk education sec-
tor based on their perceived skills in teaching 
and communicating with children. 
While this stereotype may be true based 
on traditional divisions of labor in communi-
ties, it doesn’t help the broader goals of gender 
mainstreaming. The approach is too narrow 
and does not reflect the necessity of ensuring 
women have equal access to benefits and influ-
ence. Instead, it takes a traditionalist view on 
the role of women and seeks to accommodate 
women into the mine-action work within the 
framework of these roles. Clearly, this acknowl-
edgement of the particular skills and resources 
of the female side of the community is positive 
in and of itself and may certainly be an impor-
tant part of the gender-mainstreaming process. 
However, if this pigeonholing is what the gender 
aspects of the mine-action strategies of the CMAA 
amounts to, it does not qualify as mainstreaming 
in the real meaning of the concept.
Some efforts are necessary to mend the 
gender gap in the efficiency of the community 
consultations. First, the issue of prejudice against 
women on the part of the mine-action staff needs 
to be addressed through gender training tailored 
to the domestic and local context. In Cambodia, 
earlier efforts at community consultations have 
shown that even if the organization in question 
invites women to the meetings and facilitates 
for their presence, women’s voices would 
still generally not be heard. Second, the fact 
that many of the women lack the skills and 
experience needed to get their views across 
needs to be acknowledged and ameliorated. This 
deficiency is often related to very specific skills 
needed, such as the ability to understand and 
draw maps, suggesting a need for creativity in 
the way consultations are carried out to ensure 
that women are able to express their views 
and to share their knowledge and experience 
without being hindered by their lack of specific 
skills. In a stable, post-conflict situation such 
as Cambodia, mine clearance should and can 
be seen in a broader context of reconstruction, 
development and progress. This feat cannot 
be accomplished in a comprehensive manner 
without including a gendered component that is 
mainstreamed through all aspects of the work 
of the sector, including the cooperation with 
development organizations and private entities. 
The community consultations are a good place 
to start, as they constitute a cross-cutting activity 
that is relevant to the practical efficiency of the 
clearance. Consultations also ensure a fairly equal 
distribution of benefits arising from clearance 
activities. Also, by acknowledging and seeking 
the advice and knowledge of local women, mine-
action organizations help to challenge the existing 
gender biases and depreciation especially of 
women in rural Cambodia and also Cambodian 
society in general. The benefits of removing the 
obstacles for female participation and contribution 
to the rebuilding and development of a country 
should be self-evident, and successful gender 
mainstreaming in mine action needs to reflect this 
fact in all its strategies. 
See Endnotes, page 110
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N orwegian People’s Aid has always held the opinion that wom-en should have equal employment rights to all jobs—including those in every aspect of demining.1 It has demonstrated this be-
lief by involving women in many of its demining projects around the 
world. Past NPA projects that incorporated women in the demining 
process include clearance projects in Bosnia, Croatia, Iraq, Kosovo and 
Sri Lanka, all of which were successful. The positive feedback concern-
ing female participation in these projects encouraged NPA to continue 
training women to take part in demining—even in its most recent proj-
ect in war-torn southern Sudan.1
Female Demining in Sudan
NPA has been involved in mine clearance in Sudan since April 2004, 
when it established its first program in the nation, a traditional all-male 
team. Soon after, however, in 2005, training for the first female deminers 
in Sudan began, leading to the formation of the first all-female demining 
team in the country, which officially came together in 2007.1 The govern-
ment of South Sudan is working on gender mainstreaming within its 
employment ranks, setting a target of having females serve as 25 per-
cent of its agencies’ workforce. NPA’s mine-action programs in Sudan 
aimed for this gender-mainstreaming goal and made the 25-percent tar-
get a reality, assimilating women into every part of demining operations, 
including the operational and support departments.1 
NPA did not take any special measures to recruit the women it 
trained. The recruitment of female staff was conducted within Yei 
county, Central Equatoria, where advertisements were posted around 
the town area. Applicants were interviewed and then screened by the 
NPA’s All-female Demining Team in Sudan
by Leah young [ Mine Action Information Center ]
Norwegian People’s Aid’s commitment to gender mainstreaming in mine action is reflected by the organization’s 
present work in Sudan. This article looks at the successes of the country’s first all-female demining team, 
established in 2007, as well as at the larger cultural and practical considerations of women in demining. 
Mary opani, team leader. 
pHoTo CouRTesy of JAHLe AuseT
Sudan People’s Liberation Army for security purposes. After that, 
successful candidates began a four-week basic demining course.1 
Many advantages exist in facilitating all-female demining teams. 
First, avoiding mixed-gender teams addresses the practical concerns of 
deminers living together in a small working environment. Second, all-
female demining teams ensure a “gender balance” within NPA’s demin-
ing programs, providing not only equal employment opportunities to the 
women, but also bringing female perspectives to the traditionally male-
dominated field. All-women teams also create unique positions in local 
communities for women to be role models for others.1 NPA has not ob-
served any drawbacks or weaknesses in these teams. Although the female 
teams may require slight increases in donor funding, to assist with the 
expenses associated with maternity leave, NPA says that donors “have 
responded very well.”1
The women of South Sudan. The culture of South Sudan is known 
for its conservative nature. Initially, this emphasis on tradition was seen 
as a potential cultural hindrance as the first all-female demining team 
was formed and women began to take on roles traditionally viewed as 
masculine.2 This traditional culture, however, has not been a deterrent 
to the process. The majority of the female deminers say that their in-
volvement has not been discouraged, but rather that their friends and 
families have been very supportive of their involvement in mine clear-
ance.2 Their participation in the program gives them not only an op-
portunity outside of the home to earn extra money for their families, 
but it also is “a source of pride for the women” as they help rebuild their 
nation after the country’s second civil war (1983–2005).2,3 The only is-
sue that the NPA needed to take into account, the organization says, 
female deminer at Limbe Bridge task, Lainya, Central equatoria. 
pHoTo CouRTesy of JAHLe AuseT
Donning the necessary protective equipment.
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